‘Compassion': notes and explanations 


Spoiler alert. This is a useful introduction to the text, but there are a few 
slight spoilers. Up to you whether you want a 93% explanation of the 
original intentions of, and reasons for, writing this text and the 
development of that text through revision, and 7% explanation of storyline. 
Or you don't. 


The novel 'Compassion' was written in white heat in three of the early 
months of 1996, between the times of 8pm-10pm daily after a very long 
teaching day (7.30am-5pm) and family time (Spm-8pm), buoyed up with 
lots of coffee, and also marmite on toast. It was written quickly, the words 
pouring out with very little revision done at that time. 


The intention was that it should be published and it was sent to a lot of 
publishers’ readers. I made, in retrospect, two big mistakes. First of all I 
was determined that 'vanity publishing' was out, so I sent it to both big 
and small publishing firms though did not want to pay for those services - 
according to the Writers' and Artists' yearbook, firms were about equally 
divided between those who charged and those who didn't. The ones that 
didn't charge probably didn't spend so long on a debut novel, thus I sent a 
synopsis + the first 75 pages (about 60 pages of this revised version). The 
second error was pointed out by one of the people I based a main 
character on - they informed me it would have stood a bigger chance of 
being published if the author had been known as Antonia, or at worst Toni. 
I dismissed this opinion at that time, fearing perhaps that even if the novel 
had been accepted and had become popular, I would have to assume the 
reverse (and equally embarrassing) situation that 'Currer Bell' and her 
sisters endured in 1848! On reflection, there may have been some mileage 
in that suggestion; although it's pretty obvious to me now that the text is 
written by a bloke. C'est la vie. 


22 years on and I decided to revise in line with my other creative 
writing, that is digitalise the text and send it to my little band of readers, 
of whom you are one. At the beginning of this process, I didn't know how 
much revision it would need, and was somewhat pleasantly surprised to 
note that it didn't. This, however, conceded the point that I couldn't bring 
the novel 'up to date’. Too much had changed in these 20-odd years. 
Biggest one of course was the almost total lack of mobile technology in the 
book, which reflects the years that it was set in - the early 90s. So many 
plot devices would have had to have been altered: for instance the 'dear 
John' letter Monique sent Clements took three days to reach him in 
Cornwall over the weekend - and a lot of character development happened 
in that time to him while he waited for news. Music streaming was also, of 


course, non-existent. The first computers installed in the school on which I 
based Foster's Green High arrived in my first year of teaching 1989-1990; 
email was a distant dream - it was all cronky fax machines then. Kids 
phoned their friends from their parents’ hallways, usually. By the way, 
older readers will remember that landline phone-calls - the only ones 
available - were more expensive in the morning. Teachers were 
encouraged to make work-related calls in the afternoon to save money! 


So: what of the characters? I wrote it with the intention of involving four 
main characters: Clements, Monique, Popkid and Kathryn; that is, two 
teacher figures, two students. 


Originally I was going to base Clements exclusively on a fellow teacher, 
who had had quite a colourful social life and whose background was 
blended Scots/Italian. I took him out for numerous drinking sessions and 
made copious notes, but after 50 pages of first-draft effort it wasn't 
working so I regrouped - the only trace element left was Mr C's history in 
Edinburgh, though this is barely mentioned, and my colleague came from 
Glasgow anyway. Clements finally was an amalgam of a bit of me (though 
he was 13 years younger in the book than I was when I wrote it - 9 years 
younger than when I was in the equivalent third year of teaching), some of 
a couple of colleagues’ personality traits but mostly imagined. He was to 
be the central character of the four in a fairly realist novel but about half 
way through, most of the main characters took on lives of their own (I used 
to wonder what had happened to them when I sat down at 8pm, and they 
then told him in the work I did that evening). Then the big changes started 
to happen for the two students and to some extent Clements (Monique was 
a constant). In the end, Kathryn, from a dramatic point of view at least, 
took over as did Popkid to a certain extent (in the sense he had to do a lot 
of growing up quickly). 


Kathryn was originally based on a year 13 student of mine, but soon 
outgrew the original model in all respects. Popkid/Chris was probably the 
closest model, again on a year 13 student. I knew both these students very 
well; they also knew my family (one of them occasionally baby-sat my kids 
and lived just up the road). I knew the initial model for Kathryn's family 
very well, was invited to birthdays and other family dos and was partially 
instrumental in guiding her career. I recently met up with her again after 
10/12 years and am getting to know her own family. Chris's real life story 
was tragic: he committed suicide at the age of 31. I attended the funeral: it 
was a very solemn but brave affair. It was a tragic waste of life, as all 
young deaths are of course. Especially poignant in the light of this text 
where I gave him a potentially happy ending. I bumped into his Dad last 
year and had a very moving conversation with him about my teacher's 


relationship with his son. Revising those sequences now when Clements 
wonders guiltily whether he should have done more to spot Tim's 
problems, you can imagine how I feel about the real-life Popkid/Chris. 
Monique is generally considered by the few people to read this text thus 
far the weakest character and I would concur - her personality doesn't 
develop much but she is a useful foil to Clements and to some extent 
Kathryn. And I think I have been partially successful in rendering her 
thoughts in basic English, for example with additional definite articles that 
French speakers tend to transfer into their English. She's also the only 
100% original character of the main four. 


Other minor characters such as Ian and Mrs Simpson might have been 
developed more, but here we hit on my main regret about the text, in that 
it isn't longer . By about page 270, everything was flowing very smoothly 
but I was intensely aware that publishers may not want to read a 550 page 
debut novel (my estimate at the time). The 'Black Angel’ part could have 
been much longer for instance, and the relationship between Kathryn and 
Mrs Simpson could have been developed at greater length - and depth. In 
fact the whole Kathryn angst in the last part could have been developed 
much more. In short, the whole text is foreshortened at the end. To some 
degree I have altered this in the revision, but not by much. 


There were one or two big structural failings. For example I needed the 
crematorium scene to occur at that particular stage in Kathryn's 
development. In one sense it tips her over the edge, or at least confirms a 
rather dark side to her character. But of course in the situation of a 
suspicious death, a post mortem at least would prolong the period between 
death and the funeral. Although embalming and freezing techniques have 
vastly improved since the 90s, even then the gap would have been much 
longer than two days. C’est la mort. 


I think, immodestly perhaps, that the dialogue aspect of the text is rather 
well done, though of course, the teenspeak of that era is very different to 
our own, in the main. I make a theme of this with Popkid's rejection of 
using 'man' every other word. Similarly to my 'Clements' colleague, I 
splashed the cash to take 'Popkid' and his mates out to grill them about 
their Surfer Slang: thus ‘lush’, 'gnarly', 'bashing the lip’, 'taking the drop' 
and so on. I have no idea whether these words and phrases are used today 
in that culture, so I just left 'em in. The Gothic voice of the Black Angel or 
‘jokerman' as I've learned to think of it after the Microsoft font I used in 
this revision, was the most revised part of the text and the only place 
where I've taken the 'slight' liberty of updating some of the phrases in an 
anachronistic way. But I don't think it alters the overall tone much, 
although I did make it somewhat more nasty/sweary (as I made Kathryn's 


speech/thoughts less sweary). 


Which leads on to point-of-view. I didn't want any authorial intrusions but 
was keen to keep an omniscient narrator-figure, rather silent and in the 
background. Let the characters do and say what they had to do/say and try 
to blend in their thoughts/opinions/emotions. So there is a lot of to-and- 
froing with point-of-view, while still keeping within a realistic mode. This is 
more successful in some places than others - Popkid and Monique are 
good examples of the former, I think. Examples of the latter are the dream 
sequences, which I thought of editing down, although I would maintain 
that they do push plot and character development and also provide a 
prosier contrast of light and shade to dialogue sections. In fact, light and 
shade, comedy and tragedy, compassion and anger were my three main 
spectrums that I wanted to use. 


‘Compassion'? Every character apart from the Black Angel uses it, even 
unlikeable Mr Ben Jones - he's just more angry than other characters but 
he does care for his daughter; and unlikeable (for a different reason) Nigel 
who's just a one-scene blazer'n'tie-wearing comic twerp to point up 
Kathryn's developed sense of sarcasm. Compassion is the main motivation 
behind Mrs Simpson's actions, Popkid's developments and Clements' 
conscience. It's always a little beyond Kathryn's reach. Her version of it is 
the 'patience is a virtue’ sort of wish-fulfilment - or survival skill, 
depending on your view of her - though her desire to experience it may 
well lead on to a 'steep learning curve' of self-knowledge. Now there 's a 
phrase you wouldn't have heard in the early 90s. 


